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ABSTRACT

Being your own best teacher in the light of being an other

Christine Stocek

This study Being your own best teacher in the light of being an other is a
phenomenological studio and essay inquiry. Its autobiographical content

is based on two years I spent teaching eight native women living in a small
community in northern Quebec. I combined into collages, selected
photographs taken throughout this teaching experience. Ways in which
the photographs impacted each other determined the content of the
layering of images and the final texts in the collages. A language evolved
from the structure of the collages, which fostered my understanding of
how I functioned, as a teacher, who my students were, and how I could
grow to be the teacher they needed. Few jobs revealed my inner self so
ruthlessly. Diverse challenges which caused me to question both who I
was personally and professionally resulted in my becoming stronger, more
self-defined, and better articulated. This thesis provides me with the words

and images to express these experiences.



“Only those who risk going to far can possibly find out how far one can go.”

“We shall not cease from exploration and the end of all our exploring will be
to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”

T. S. Eliot

Dedicated with love to the memory of Heather Mckenzie, a dance teacher who
inspired children to dance to their hearts’ content and who inspired me to see
the opportunity for grace and the possibility of dance inherent in each moment

of teaching.

To the community who welcomed me and all my students who taught me

more than I was ever able to teach them, my sincere appreciation and love.

“I want to know if you can live with failure, yours and mine,
and still stand on the edge of a lake
and shout to the silver moon, “yes”!

It doesn’t interest me to know where you live,

or how much money you have.
I want to know if you can get up after the night of grief and despair,
weary and bruised to the bone, and do what needs to be done

Jor the children.
It doesn’t interest me where or what you studied.
I want to know what sustains you from the inside

When all else falls away.

I want to know if you can be alone with yourself,
and if you truly like the company you keep in the empty moments.”

Oriah Mountain Dreamer
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Objective

My objective in the following studio inquiry and essay thesis is to examine
how I have grown and learned through my teaching experiences — Being
your own best teacher in the light of being an other. Through the
process of sifting through my experiences, living and teaching in a
different cultural milieu, I raised defining moments which I then assembled
in a series of photographic collages. I began by writing narratives
describing photographs I had selected. The photographs and their
narratives were combined to create the collages which were assembled
into a series of eleven panels. A studio journal was kept. The story of how
I constructed the photographic collages, an analysis of the finished work
and the learning they elicited were written for this essay, which

accompanies the presentation of the panels comprising my thesis.

Each photographic collage illustrates key points on the path of my
development, points that embody values inherent in my teaching practice
and my growing understanding of who my students were. These
experiences, once raised, promote one’s self-understanding, therefore
one’s learning and growth. If key experiences can be raised to a conscious
level, their pattern clearly identified, then they may be usefully transferred
to different contexts with teaching, learning potential. Once completed,

this research process will also serve to clarify and reinforce my ability to



renew, empower and transform myself. The love I feel for my work and my
ability to remain effective is maintained in the face of many challenges
present in teaching. I can then stand for the possibility inherent in any true
educational experience — to transform one’s self through one’s

education.

Procedure

My thesis is a qualitative studio/research project carried out from a
phenomeno-

logical perspective. “Researchers in the phenomenological mode attempt
to understand the meaning of events and interactions to ordinary people in
particular situations.”(Biklen & Bogdan, 1982, p.31). This pertains to my
teaching experience in northern Cree communities. When outlining the
research objective; Being your own best teacher in the ﬁgﬁt of being an
other, I mentioned sifting through my experiences and raising defining
moments assembled in a series of photographic collages. I have elaborated

on this process below.

I drew primarily from a large collection of photographs, numbering in the
hundreds, taken consistently over a two year period. The photographs
were taken by myself and my students. It was my habit to leave my
camera(s) out, free for anyone to record a moment they felt worthy. I
always had the film processed in duplicate, giving a complete set away to
people photographed or to the institution involved. The photographs
themselves are snapshots using almost exclusively film for color prints,

taken with my Olympus Stylus camera. I did take one role of black and

(8]



white prints and one of slides. On several occasions I traveled with
disposable, recycled cameras. I especially favored the panoramic format,

which was not possible to obtain using my Olympus.

I wrote first person narratives for each photograph selected. In these
narratives I strived to convey the meaning of events, objects or
interactions. The photographs and narratives represent my point of view or
my understanding of someone else’s, even when the photograph was
taken by a student. When describing a group or individual’s experience, I
recognize that it is my understanding of the event which I am relating.
Point of view, as a research construct in “qualitative analysis has to be
self-conscious ....While qualitative researchers tend to be
phenomenological in their orientation, most are not radical idealists. They
emphasize the subjective, but do not necessarily deny reality “out

there”.” (Biklen & Bogdan, 1982 p.32).

I selected certain images which struck me as important in my personal and
professional development and impacted my ability to carry out my work.
Identifying and raising those moments which best served both the art
making process and analysis is subject in part to the method assigned to
the task and my subjective studio process. The sorting and sifting in order
to select certain images to focus on is comparable to Problem Setting as
defined by Donald A. Schén (1983) in The Reflective Practitioner How

Professionals Think in Action. “Problem Setting is a process in which

interactively, we name the things to which we will attend and frame the

context in which we will attend to them.”(p.40)



I next combined the selected photographs and their narratives into the
series of eleven photographic collages. Several of the collages are
supported by additional elements, consisting of notes from class
assignments or student writing taken from my teaching records and
souvenirs. The creative art-making process is considered as part of the
data analysis, including the sifting or selection process of the data which
then formed the body of work for further study. “Theory developed this
way emerges from the bottom up, .... from many disparate pieces of
collected evidence that are interconnected.” (Biklen & Bogdan, 1982,
P-29). The collages have a consistent language in their structure, which
loosely represents my process of identifying what belongs to my students,
from their context, contribution and/or participation, and what came from
me. The collages bring to light moments and events which resulted in a
broader understanding of who I am and how I functioned in my job as a
teacher. Schoén’s discussion of reflection-in-action states:

When a practitioner reflects in and on his practice, the possible

objects of his reflection are as varied as the kinds of

phenomena before him and the systems of knowing-in-practice

which he may bring to them. .... He may reflect on the feeling

for a situation which has led him to accept a particular course

of action, on the way in which he has framed the problem he is

trying to solve, or on the role he has constructed for himself

within a larger institutional context. Reflection-in-action, in

these several modes, is central to the art through which



practitioners sometimes cope with troublesome “divergent”

situations of practice.” (p.62)

The process I built was multi-layered. I reflected on what I brought to bear
on the job and how I carried out my work, as well as how what my
students brought to the context impacted my understanding of the nature
of my job. This reflective process evolved during the art making and the
analysis I carried out. Keeping an ongoing studio journal, which recorded
my thoughts on how I was making the photographic collages and my
response to them, helped me to understand the significance this work
revealed to me. This process then enabled me to make sense of the
photographic collages and clearly identify what I had learned in light of

my research objective.

Background

The work this thesis draws on dates from 1996 to 1997. During this time I
was hired as a teacher by the Cégep St-Félicien for the Cree Regional
Authority ( C. R. A.), to work in three of the nine Cree Nations in Quebec.
After the first semester, I chose one community where I settled for the
remainder of that time. There I helped to write and was responsible for
delivering the college attestation program, Educators in Native Child-
Care Services. Working in this community was facilitated by the fact that
the Youth Council had identified two years previously as one of its
priorities, a commitment to establishing day care services and had
forwarded a request for support to the C. R. A. The Child Care Advisor

working for the C.R.A. in collaboration with the cégep began this




ambitious project which offered licensed child care training to all the Cree
communities and built child care centres in 7 of the 9 communities where
there were no existing facilities. Here, in this small, isolated, northern Cree
Nation, being a white Canadian of European descent was a minority
position. It is in this sense that I found myself enjoying the privileged

position of being an other.

I began in 1996 by traveling through the Cree coastal communities
teaching Communication; Relating to Self. This course required
prospective Early Childhood Educators to examine the formation of self-
concepts, their sense of self-worth and self-acceptance. Cree students as
future educators identified values addressing traditional and contemporary
" native issues. Communication, healing processes and the necessary stages
towards personal growth were also studied. Due to the nature of the
subject matter, teaching this course in the coastal communities during this
initial phase of the project was especially challenging and rewarding. It
allowed me the privilege of truly beginning to know and understand the
women and the community where I later chose to spend the next eighteen
months. The women raised many concerns which reflected their culture,
their history, the deeply rooted social and personal problems of these
communities and their needs, both educational and personal, in an intimate
manner. I believe the experience of teaching this course, and the
opportunity it provided for me to get to know my students and some of
their issues, greatly helped. Our communication and the contribution I was
able to méke to both the program Educators in Native Child-Care

Services and to the community in particular was enhanced.



I was responsible for delivering the complete program in the community
where I lived, teaching eight women in what was effectively a one room
school house. In addition I shared responsibilities with two project
managers for opening a new child-care service: including establishing a
Board of Directors, renovating the building, equipping the Center, training,
hiring and setting up the administration, and various services. This project
also included the responsibility for ongoing evaluations, further

pedagogical development, teacher training and student needs assessments.

Prior to this job, in 1993, I contributed a brief article on a teaching
experience I had with the Cree people of another community in Quebec.
The article appeared in Discovering the Image, Aspects Of Art Education in
Quebec, a text published in conjunction with the INSEA Congress held in
Montreal that year. The article was accompanied with photographic
collage work which was exhibited as part of the Congress. My reflections
and research into that teaching experience has proven to be very inspiring

for me and created the momentum for this thesis.

“Living and working in a culture that is so different from
anything that I had previously experienced, I became aware of
my teaching process. Fundamental aspects of my teaching,
which I had taken for granted, suddenly felt awkward; they
manifested themselves in new ways, and required my
reconsideration. Even though I had been teaching for a few

years, I now felt very green in many ways. This new context



proved to be one of the most challenging teaching experiences

of my life.

Ethnicity has been a key question throughout this experience,
with implications at personal, professional and political levels of
my understanding and practice. I respect the depth of
experience the Cree have been dealing with, in identifying their
ethnicity and the importance of allowing their culture to live
and develop with them. The process of identifying what
belonged to my students and their context, has given me a
broader understanding of who I am and how I function in the

teacher-student relationship....

In the midst of the interactions and activities of each day’s
class, and in my involvement with the people and events of the
community, I found myself reflecting on my past, my cultural
formation, my history and my identity at a level I had not asked
myself before. I increasingly focused on trying to understand
the Cree student experience in my classroom. With a
thoroughness and intensity that no other teaching experience
had ever demanded of me before, I was confronted with my

own identity....

What has this added up to? ... am I a different teacher?... I am
much more aware and understanding of who I am and how I

function as a teacher. I am more open to the multitude of



differences a sensitive teacher has to recognize. I am better able
to identify and give credit to all those fine details: the ones that
are crucial to identify after more basic cultural differences are
acknowledged, the ones that add up and count in an
individual’s own development. A teacher’s ability to recognize
and raise those fine details as valid issues is empowering for
students. Flonouring is a key factor in my experience .... It is
what enables me to take my place and to realize my role as a
teacher. For me, honouring is what is required in intercultural
dialogue and in multicultural education. (Stocek, 1993, p.179-
181)

Intention

In this thesis, I propose to Honour my own understanding of experiences,
living and teaching Cree students from a different community in a new
job. However once again, I find myself challenged by the brocess of
identifying what belongs to my students and their context, and what [

bring to my work as their teacher and as an other.

As an artist I know that art reflects personal, social, and political content
inherent in our culture. Most importantly here, and what is relevant in this
thesis is the assumption that values common to art education (my formal
training), have provided me with a method to reflect and learn about
myself. It is those values and practices which are inherent in the teaching
of any art, be it visual or performance based, basic to a search, a quest, a

growth process, vital as a tool for expression, questioning, responding,



which are the focus of this research. I am practicing a method of reflection
which mirrors the very values imbedded in my own teaching practice, be it
in art education or in any learning situation. The methods I have used in
this thesis are not “prescriptive” but “evocative”, not anticipating
particular responses or meanings but plans for learning opportunities

(Eisner, 1973, p.190).

One of the most effective mirrors for the self is teaching and working in
another culture. We gain insight into ourselves when we use our
imaginative power to identify with others. Imagination dramatizes the
inner workings of our minds and is the undercurrent of human interaction.
We empathize with others, with their situations, envision possibilities and
enact creative solutions to personal and social issues. Working and
teaching with people from a culture very different from my own made me
profoundly aware of my own teaching practice and challenged me to grow
in my practice. As I evoked their story, I raised my own story; when
predisposed I saw myself in a new light and learnt from it. These
connections, and others forged by my understanding and my empathy,
elicited my learning. Those moments which struck me as worthy of being
raised became something more than the sum total of their experience.
Through art making and reflection they took on additional roles, creating

new paths for new possibilities.
Once my proposal for this thesis was under way, I telephoned one of my

students. She agreed to circulate a letter asking each of the students and

project managers to sign a permission slip or release which acknowledged
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that they had been well informed of my intention to carry out this project
and understood its nature. After having read the letter, everyone without
exception signed giving me, Christine Stocek, permission to use the
photographs taken during our work together for my research and for the
photographic collages. The stories I have written do not shy away from
the reality of life in this community. Due to the nature of my job I was
privileged to personal information, while I feel I should clearly name the

issues involved, some stories are not mine to tell and remain in the realm of

the unspoken.
CHAPTERTWO

Building and Organizing the Content

Selecting the photographs

I began by going through my collection of photographs. I decided to file
the complete collection chronologically by semester. I next looked at the
photographs for each semester, sifting and selecting those which struck me
as significant. Trying to remain open, I resi.sted the temptation to begin
further narrowing down my sélection. I included all the photographs I
wanted to, not analyzing my reasons. I did not try to define what
“significant” meant for me. If I felt that a photo had a story to inspire, I
selected it. I hoped they would elicit or explain some kind of learning

which had taken place or would take place through this research process.
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When I could, I selected two or three photos of a particular event. I kept as
many choices on the table for when I would begin to work on the
photographic collages. For instance, several times I included both
horizontal and vertical shots, or photos which revealed different details of
an event. The prospect of making the collages did factor into my selection
process. 1 did not want to narrow the possibilities for combining the
photos in a variety of ways. This maximized my opportunity to discover
new meanings when combining the photographs and creating collages

which would be aesthetically satisfying.

The first selection totaled 153 photographs. All the photographs, with a
single exception, were taken during the period this thesis focuses on. The
exception was a photo printed as a postcard. My mother had given me the
.postcard dating from 1916. It is of my grandmother, at the age of eight,
dressed as the Young Hiawatha for the school pléy.

Writing the narratives

Keeping the photographs organized chronologically, I began to write their
narratives. Sometimes I selected a single photo and wrote its story. At times
I grouped the photographs depicting a single event, writing about them as
a series. In all, 33 narratives were written. I numbered each narrative
sequentially with its accompanying photographs and organized them in a

binder.

After I had written the first few narratives, I decided that I required a

consistent heading and developed their layout. I was hoping this would

12



help me to focus on describing the content of each photo. I was not
writing the narratives, describing each photos’ content in the manner I had
assumed I would. So I tried to begin each narrative with, “In this photo :
you can see....”. However, the narratives persisted to evolve as they had
begun. Some of the themes about which I wrote concerned preceding
events, social context, the students’ shyness, the life of a particular student
or my feelings, including both the professional and personal struggles I
experienced. I rarely wrote simply about the photo itself. I was not
unhappy with this, but I felt frustrated. I did not seem able to describe the
image in front of me before I began to write about the numerous
influencing factors and the memories they evoked. These stories just
needed to be told; some photos dictated their narratives and others

allowed me to tell stories which were in my head, looking for an .
opportunity to be expreSsed. I am aware that in each photo there are
numerable other narratives. One photo all on its own could elicit a string of
forthcoming narratives. I discovered that it was the sea of influencing
factors which I had been swimming in that was the real story, not a frozen

moment from a single perspective.

As I continued to write, I found that with each photograph I was repeating
myself on several issues. This felt problematic; different photos were
impelling me to repeat the same points. I felt that this impeded my progress,
so I stopped myself and took the time to write what turned out to be three
different essays. When the issues resurfaced, I reassured myself that those
points had been made. Sometimes I went back to re-read the essays,

verifying if they were inclusive. This proved to be the case each time. The
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topics about which I wrote concerned the love I felt for my students, my
commitment to my work and professional reflections from my training in art

education. Once this was done, I felt free to continue.

Coding the content of the photographs and the narratives

Once I had concluded writing narratives for all the photographs, I needed
to Begin to make sense of the information in front of me. I decided to go
through the photographs, studying their images. I organized them into two
color coded groups, evaluating the content as either belonging to me or to
my students. Each photograph coded green signified content I categorized
as coming from or belonging to me. Yellow signified content which I
categorized as coming from or belonging to my students. I stuck color
coded stickers to each photograph. 10 were coded green, and 15 were
coded yellow. 11 of the photos were coded both green and yellow as the
content the image elicited did not yield to being divided in this manner.

Photos coded in both colors represented both realms.

At times the photograph was simple to code. For example, if the photo
depicted flip chart notes of an assignment I had written, then I coded it
green (belonging to me). If the photo depicted péople from the community
participating in a traditional Cree cultural event, I coded it yellow
(belonging to my students). I also considered my intent. If I had organized |
an event or if I knew it was my doing which brought the action into play, I
coded photos as belonging to me. For instance, as their teacher, many of
the photos represent students carrying out school assignments in the

manner I had taught. However, if a photo had elicited different content,
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such as the childrens’ or the students’ well-being in the community, I then
coded it yellow. Much of this type of content is not visible in the photos.
Almost all the photographs can be arguably placed in the other category.
The narratives written about each photo tipped the balance, helping me to

decide how to categorize it.

An example of one photograph, which was coded both yellow and green,
depicts a student with children in the Centre animating gross motor
activities. She and the children were playing with gym mats and a
cushioned cylinder. The narrative written for this photo is titled, “Life isn’t
all childrens’ play”. The photo depicts the children and my student
participating in activities I had taught the students to animate, using new
equipment the program I was teaching provided. This prompted me to
code the photograph green. However, the narrative also speaks about the
issues I became familiar with during the time this photo was taken. I wrote
about my growing understanding of what it meant to be a child living in
the community, as well as other social issues which my students raised,
thus prompting me to code the photo both yellow and green. There are
aspects in each narrative which stem from who my students are, their
culture and their community, mixed with content that I brought into play
through the program I was teaching, the type of teacher and the type of
person I am. The narratives paired with the photos carried a compelling
weight in the coding. It is the weight I give issues written about, in
combination with the content the photograph depicts, which determines

the coding.
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I organized this information into a table entitled Photo/Narrative analysis
so I could study it. I compared the categorized groups, studying my coding
to make sure my reasoning was consistent. In the first column I listed the
photos numerically. In the next column I noted the yellow and/or green
code I assigned to them. The corresponding title of the narrative came
next, followed by a few key words pulled from each narrative which

served to prompt the meaning each photograph elicited and was now

paired with.

Photo/Narrative analysis :

A E, or a green sticker, signify content catagorized as belonging to me.

A'Y, or a yellow sticker, signify content catagorized as belonging to my

students.
# | CODE NARRATIVE TITLE CONTENT
1.1 Y Contemporary Verses native values, daily expression
Traditional Stories

1.3 Y il i

1.2 G i empowerment, voice, art,
' aesthetic response

2 Y Ongoing Essay unspoken and spoken lessons,

trust

3 G/Y |Contemporary Art, teaching, long memories,
) Aesthetic Response & Hearts | secrets, goldfish

9 Y Self Defining Objects Cree cultural objects, shyness

412 |G Yellow Sun & Blue River my expectations of children,

5 &Y |Poupon Bus government rules & Walking
" Out Ceremony

6 Y Baby Wrap children learning +more
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7.1-4 |G/Y |Rocks break communication barriers
8.1-2 Y/ﬁ Life Isn’t All Childrens’ Play | life for kids, support, help
needed, gross motor play

10.1-2 a Life Doesn’t Frighten Me teaching about self

103 |Y i public vs. private
confidentiality

11.1-8 |G Whole Child learning how to teach

: competency based courses
12 G Playing In The Kitchen language issues, voice,
i feelings, acculturation

13 ;@Y Halloween Treat Bowls Cree language issues
culture course

14 Y Cree Activity Center Cree activities, exam

15 Y Bingo ' gambling, team crisis, meeting |

16 G Baby Shower hosting a party

17.1-5|Y/G | National Child Day public participation

18.1-2]Y Ice Fishing hospitality

19.14|G Open House midway, community responds _

20 G Moms & Tots making every experience

| count
21 G Fellings, Feelings, Feelings language, voice, empathy,
| | ‘ choice

22.1-9| Y/G After School Program extended service, new
standards

23.1-21Y My Kitchen As A Class Room | go,go,g0, valentines

24.1-51Y Children Playing At My Home | ambassadors for the Cree

25.1-3{G Spring In Montreal shyness, visit daycares, home

26.1-2]1Y Tipi Play Centre spinning tops

27.1- f}/Y Summer Practicum shh! checklist, failed, therapy

22 |

28.1-6{G/Y | Home Day Care more services, trust & loyalties

29.1-6]Y Walking Out Ceremonies tradition, wolf
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30.1- |Y Fish Camp " | boat, tipi, cooking, hammock,
28 eggs, camps,
walking with the children
31.1- |Y A Cooking Tipi roasting geese, bannock,
12 : iron pot '
32.1-7 Y&i My Leaving Party sharing bannock, plaque,
voice, choice
33 Y@ Hiawatha grandmother, imaginary indian
apology hearing & heart
overnment
CHAPTER THREE

Creating and Understanding' the Collages

Grouping photographs and their narratives for each collage

I spread all the photos out in their groups, green photos on one side, dual
photos in the middle and yellow on the other side. I began the process of
selecting photos which, when placed in the collage format, represent my
understanding of moments, events, objects, or interactions that combine to
illustrate the sea of influencing factors which came into play living and
working in this community. Séme issues, such as values, are present in each
photo. It became a question of selecting and combining the photos from
the three categories which clearly conveyed a story. Due to their visual
content, other photos seemed to connect powerfully on their own,
regardless of the stories which went with them. The poupon bus (a

multiple baby stroller), and the bowls are good examples. These I put
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together and let their stories inform me. Most often I found myself piling
up the photos, wanting to combine many of them in a single collage. This
worked well in my mind’s eye but did not prove practical; the message and
the composition became muddied. I fought against this with almost each
grouping of photos. After all the preceding work the first grouping of
photos and their stories into the eleven panels happened very quickly and
naturally. I trusted my instincts to guide my decisions. I ended up

switching around only two elements.

Layering in the collages

Another feature which I worked on simultaneously was the layering of the
collages. I felt a need to order or create a continuity in the language of the
structure and composition of the panels. I framed photos coded as
belonging to me behind the picture plane; receded, they represent how I
entered or interrupted the scene. Cultural, social or personal content of
photos, coded as belonging to my students, represents the larger context I
was working in; therefore, they often occupy the largest surface area. This
content in often raised above the picture plane, helping to differentiate it
from historical content which rests on the surface itself. When I raise
content it emphasizes the contemporary practice of traditional cultural
heritage. The surface layer is left free to place symbols of an historical
nature, underlining how their continual presence supports the raised
events. I used black and white or sepia-toned photos and rubbings to
signal when I felt a connection with the timeless continuity of, repeated
use of objects, or influence of activities, that impacts the meaning of

events.
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The space I occupy

I find cutting holes through images or the surface plane, to insert in the
background photographs representing what I brought into the context,
satisfies the strong statement I need to make. The break or interruption
which ruptures the image represents how I felt being a white teacher in
their community. It speaks to the cultural conflicts and at times shoulders
the positive impact I had, as well as the loss it simultaneously signified. It
supports the voice of authority I was given while carrying out my work. I
found myself continually planning to raise many of the imagés which
confused the message. I had to stop, go back and evaluate the situation
again. I had to keep reminding myself that I was not teaching any more;
putting my students on the forefront was no longer my mission. I kept
repeating to myself that I was looking for how I could now be my own

best teacher.

My place shifts

The main image always belongs to my students. I come into the picture by
interrupting the surface plane or field of action. In several of the panels,
however, a shift takes place as you find me in a traditional Cree setting,
raised off the surface plane, in the space most often occupied by my
students. At times my students are depicted in “my world”, occupying the -
receeded space where I usually enter the picture plane. When this occurs,
it signifies that we have begun to know each other, that relationship has
grown more complex, and communication from one to the other has

improved. We are trying to communicate and participate from each other’s
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standpoint. Strong evidence of this is also apparent by the representation
of students carrying out school work, depicted in the photos coded as

belonging to me and placed in the windows.

Where I enter

The placement of the windows consistently depicts my understanding of
how and where I interrupted the action. I made use of several choices. In
one work, I cut the windows to come through onto a white ground
because, although I was doing my best to interrupt the ongoing action, I
could not take responsibility for my students’ participation. If or how they
wanted to act on what I was advocating required a personal commitment
developed in their own time, it really belonged to them. Other windows are
cut through on a white ground, allowing the focus to center on reversals
where I or the Cree people were participating in each other’s context. This
corresponded with a lessening of the burden I continually felt, shouldering
the loss my presence brought with it. When I am participating in a Cree
cultural activity, the image is lowered flush to the surface plane to indicate
how our worlds were coming together, compressing the space as we met

on the field of action.

Internal dialogue

The meaning of the structure of the language, decisions concerning
placement, color, size, or additions, when held up as individual elements in
the collages, may seem at times inconsistent. The final decisions concerning

the placement, color and size were made taking into consideration how

21



each element in relation to the others in the collage combines and impacts

the internal dialogue and the strength of the overall composition.

Collage texts

These texts are also a collage, written from the narratives paired with each
photograph in the panel. How the photographs and their narratives
informed each other helped me to select what issues the text focused on. It
also elicited new thoughts and informed my understanding of my
experiences in new ways. Each text includes passages which refer to my
understanding of the content belonging to my students and content
belonging to myself. Just as there is an internal dialogue between the
photographs and a structure to their placement, so to is their in the texts.
Although the sequence which develops each text is determined by the
layering of content and meaning I wish to convey, it is not delivered
through a structural dialogue imposed on it. I did sort and group the
content of the stories for each text. The texts are consistently fixed flush to

the surface of each collage.

Each text speaks from the sea of influencing factors under which I was
swamped and mirrors the layering built into the structure of each panel. All
the influencing factors related in the texts play their role by impacting my
decisions, my understanding and my concerns, every morning and
afternoon of each day, living and working in this community. Depending
on any number of variables, which I was not in control, my focus on one
influential factor over another shifted daily. My ability to remain open to -

their influence created a confusing ambiguity which was often exhausting.
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